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A World Crisis in the Dark Ages
There is in old letters a, remarkable picture of one of the rulers of the world trying
to get in touch with the greatest scholar in Europe in the midst of a world crisis.
This glimpse of it is from a few letters which passed between Rome and Basle at the
end of 1522> each letter taking a month by special messenger.
From Pope Adrian the Sixth to Erasmus:
T t lies with you, God helping, to recover those who have been seduced
1. by Luther from the right road, and to hold up those who still
stand. I need not tell you with what joy I shall receive back these
heretics without need to smite them with the rod of the Imperial
law. You know how far are such rough methods from my own
nature. I am still as you knew me when we were students together.
Come to me to Rome.
Erasmus to Pope Adrian:
This is no ordinary storm. Earth and air are convulsed—arms,
opinions, authorities, factions, hatreds, jarring one against the other.
If your Holiness will hear from me what I think you should do to
make a real cure, I will tell you in a secret letter. If you approve
my advice you can adopt it. If not let it remain private between
you and me. We little dreamt when we jested together in our early
years what times were coming. With the Faith itself in peril we
must beware of personal affections.
The Pope to Erasmus:
Open your mind to me.    Speak freely.    I am not alarmed for
myself.    I am not alarmed for the Holy See.    I am distressed for
the myriads of souls who are going to perdition.    Be swift and
silent.    Come to me if you can, and come quickly.
Erasmus to the Pope :
I would come to you with pleasure if my health allowed. But the
road over the Alps is long. The lodgings on the way are dirty and
inconvenient. The smell from the stoves is intolerable. The wine
is sour and disagrees with me.
Meanwhile you shall have my honest heart in writing. Your
eyes and mine will alone see my letter. If you like it—well. . . .
Those counsel you best who advise gentle measures. Some others
think there is no remedy but force. That is not my opinion. The
question is not what heresy deserves but how to deal with it wisely.
Things have gone too far for cautery. If you mean to try prisons,
lashes, confiscations, stake, and scaffold you need no help from me.
For myself I should say. Discover the roots of the disease. Clean
out those to begin with. Punish no one. Let what has taken place
be regarded as a chastisement sent by Providence and grant a
universal amnesty.
If God forgives so many sins, God's vicar may forgive. If
possible there should be a check on the printing presses. Then let
the world see and know that you mean in earnest to reform the abuses

